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When James E. Nichols was born in Meredith in 1845, who could have imagined that
he would come to found the library that bears his name in Center Harbor? When one considers
the path by which he came to give the library to the town, it is even more amazing story.
James Edwin Nichols was born in Meredith on April 26th, 1845 to Robert and Huldah Nichols.
His father, a farmer and shopkeeper, came to acquire land in Center Harbor and it is there that
young James spent his youth. In 1864, he left the Lakes Region for Boston. He became involved
in the cloth trade, first as a clerk for Jordan Marsh, then as a traveling sales agent for F. A. & J.
Sawyer and the Franklin Woolen Mills. By the late 1870s, he had earned enough to have prospects
as an investor or business partner.
His opportunity came in 1879, when spice and coffee trader Robert Austin of Fitts and Austin
was anxious to reincorporate and expand into the wholesale grocery trade. To do so, Austin
needed a fresh infusion of capital. Mr. Nichols, though new to the grocery trade, could provide
the needed financing. He thus became a partner in the newly incorporated Austin-Nichols. When
Robert Austin died in 1885, Mr. Nichols became the managing partner of the firm.
It proved to be a fortuitous investment. Austin-Nichols was one of the first grocery suppliers
to package their goods under their own brands. Sunbeam and Ocean Gem (salt fish) were two
of their more noted product lines. The firm expanded its range of operations from greater New
York and New England to the Midwest and beyond. By the 1890s, the firm was a proven success
and Nichols personal fortune secure. He was able to enjoy the life of a gentleman sportsman, as
evidenced by the animal trophy heads which grace the walls of the library.
It was in this stage of his life that the connection to Center Harbor remerged. Mr. Nichols learned
that a private library association had been founded was providing a reading room and lending
collection for its members. Mr. Nichols generously made a gift of $100 to the association. There
is no record of further involvement with the group, but it had re-awakened his sense of connection
to the community. When in 1909, the property on which the library now stands became available
for sale, interested parties approached Mr. Nichols to sound out his interest in the project. To
their delight, he agreed to buy the land, fund the building and establish an endowment for is
maintenance. The library association agreed in turn to give its collection to the town to form the
core of the new library.

Having decided to have the library built, Mr. Nichols did not spare expenses. He
commissioned Charles Brigham, a prominent Boston architect, to design the library. He approved
Brigham’s graceful classical design, down to the high vaulted ceiling over the stacks. He allowed
fine finishing details, from the oak moldings and entablatures to the elegant fireplaces, with their
tiles. He provided one of the side office rooms, to be used by the town selectmen, with a fireproof
Mosler walk-in safe. All in all, it was a fitting memorial to his parents and a wonderful gift to the
town.

Mr. Nichols endowment was sufficient to maintain the library through its first forty
years. Since then, it has come to rely increasingly upon the support of the town to provide library
services and maintain its upkeep. Other than that, the building he rendered to the town of Center
Harbor in June 1910 remains largely unchanged. The Seth Thomas clock keeps the time. The



Mosler safe houses library and town records. The animal heads still provide the ambience of a
hunting lodge. And patrons of Center Harbor and the surrounding communities still come to
appreciate its unique charms.

On June 26th, we will gather at the library to remember that moment and to salute Mr.
Nichols. The occasion will also be marked by the release of the book A Viable Service, a
Centennial History of the James E. Nichols Memorial Library. Center Harbor New Hampshire,
1910-2010, to be released at the Centennial celebration .
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